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GOP Cautiously Approaches Budget 

Battles Over Federal Spending Could Make Bitter School Lunch 


By Dan Baiz 

Washington Post Staff Writer 


£ Chastened by lessons learned dur- 
ing the fight over the “Contract With 
America Republican Party leaders 
are devising a political strategy for 
tie upcoming battle to balance the 
federal budget, and their informal 
rallying cry is, “Remember school 
linches.” 

I Armed with results of polls and fo- 
cus groups conducted throughout 
tie spring by the party. Republican 
leaders are ready to plunge into the 
jlblitically explosive budget battle 
Rowing that the outcome could 
Ifeve a bigger impact on the party’s 
political health than .did the fight 
tjver the House GOP contract during 
me first 100 days of the new Con- 


♦ The Republicans hope to employ 
ajl elements of the party, from con- 
gressional and state party officials to 
allied organizations at the grass 
mots, along with all the communica- 
tions technology they can muster, to 
prevent President Clinton and the 
democrats from taking control of 
tile •debate and successfully portray- 
ujg 'Republicans as heartless oppo- 
nents of worthy social programs. 
*I“We’re trying to make the biggest 
dhange in government attempted in 
fjSis century [and we’re doing it] 
Igjthout the White House,” said Re- 
publican National Committee Chair- 
$0 Haley Barbour. “Clinton and his 
tgpes are going to fight us hammer 
aj<|tong every step of the way.” 
j**The first skirmish took place Fri- 
days when House Speaker Newt Giri- 
grifch (R-Ga.), seeking the high 

S ad in the debate over restruc- 
g Medicare, announced that Re- 
publicans would deal with the issue 
m separate legislation and keep it 
out of the budget debate itself. 

*: The party’s goal in adopting that 
Hxategy is to force a debate on the 
Ualvency of the system and to draw 


Intention to a recent report by the 
[gfedicare trustees indicating that the 
System faces bankruptcy by 2002 un- 

S 3S it is restructured. Dealing with 
^edicare outside of the budget pro- 
cess, they hope, will make it more dif- 
ficult for the Democrats to accuse Re- 

BS blicans of trying to balance the 
dget on the backs of the elderly, 
fit Gingrich’s speech on Friday al- 
ndercut plans by GOP leaders for 
rger event on Tuesday to unveil 
fie strategy and attract attention at 

t ej beginning of the White House 
nferehce ; dfitalgffigl GffignclP s' 
0eeeh caught a number of party offi- 

t als by surprise — and reminded. 

esA of how difficult it may to;iri- 
stitute a coordinated political strategy 
when congressional leaders are going 
» different directions! 

4- The Republicans’ determination to .. 


saaintain as much control of the de- 
late; as possible grows out of the ex- 
flrifeitce in the school lunch debate 
Ihrlier this year. That debate marked 
fie low point politically for the party 
firing the frenzied first 100 days of 
pie 104 th Congress. 

S Democrats accused Republicans of 
panting to take food out of the 
f|ouths of children. Republicans 
fjMintered — too late in the estimation 
ff many party officials— that they 
jere increasing, not cutting, the 
Ijnount of money available for the 
WFOgram, just not as much as some 
gemocrats wanted. But the party’s 
Sternal polling showed that the Dem- 
whratic attacks hurt the GOP’s rank- 


ing with the public, at least temporar- 


* “We were asleep at the switch,” 
ikrbour admitted. 

«*But the school lunch episode is 
Ipnimal compared to some of the is- 
|§es Republicans will have to con- 
Igbnt in the budget debate, beginning 
0th Medicare, which Florida Repub- 
lican Party Chairman Tom Slade 
011ed “school lunch times 100.” 

* The budget debate is more politi- 
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<glly risky than the fight over the con- 
tact for another reason. Nearly ev- 
erything in the contract enjoyed 

t substantial public support, according 
polls. Many of the specific policy 
cisions in the budget battle do not. 
Jhe second 100 days will make the 
first 100 days look like a cakewalk,” 
said one leading GOP pollster. “It’s 
going to be very tough. This is un- 
charted territory.” 

* Michigan Gov. John Engler (R), 
Sho has played an active role on Capi- 
$1 Hill all year, particularly on wel- 
fare reform, agreed that the upcom- 
ing budget fight puts the party in a 
Spoilt position. “I think this debate 
f| a very hard debate because there 
||e lots of specific decisions to make,” 
Jje said. 

*1 But Engler believes the party ab- 
g>rbed no lasting damage from the 
||hool lunch fight and that it should 
wiore polls and public opinion for the 
fee being. ‘The endgame is not what 
ip: overnight polls are showing, but 
Hint is the public review when the 
^xt|elections come,” he said. 

5 Party leaders from around the 
<3?untry wrapped up a meeting in 
IJorida yesterday where they pri- 
0tely; discussed how they could aid 
<g)ngressional leaders in the upcom- 
jtg fight and ^e^epnefed on the re- 


suits of polling done throughout the 
spring. 

The Republican Party carried on 
an aggressive polling operation dur- 
ing the first 100 days to measure the 
public mood toward .Congress and 
found that in general the GOP came 
out in good shape. Brian Kennedy, 
Iowa Republican chairman, said par- 
ty leaders were told that Republican 
voters are very enthusiastic about 
the progress in Congress, that Dem- 
ocrats are Sharply polarized against 
the party and that many of the peo- 
ple who did not rvote last year — but 
who may vote in 1996— have not 
paid much attention so far. 

John Herrington, a former Reagan 


administration official who is Repub- 
lican chairman in California, said 
GOP leaders will have to adopt the 
tactics of courtroom attorneys by 
sensitizing voters to issues and at- 
tacks even before Democrats raise 
them. “You have to lay these issues 
on the table ahead of time,” he said. 

“Our whole communications strat- 
egy is based on repetition and clarity 
at every level,” Barbour said. “These 
state parties have to be an integral 
part of our delivery system.” 

So far the RNC has not decided 
whether to invest money in televi- 
sion or radio advertising to put out 
the GOP message on the budget, but 


Barbour said the RNC will not take 
money needed for the 1996 cam- 
paigns for this purpose. 

Republicans argue that to retain 
credibility with the public, they have 
to deliver on their promises, one of 
them being , to reduce the size of gov- 
ernment and bring the deficit under 
control. But they also recognize that 
it is an enormous political gamble in 
the current environment. 

“For years, we’ve argued and peo- 
ple have said they want government 
reined it,” said Ed Gillespie, press 
secretary to House Majority Leader 
Richard K. Armey (R-Tex.). “Now 
we’re going to test the proposition.” 
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HALEY BARBOUR HOUSE SPEAKER NEWT GINGRICH ' 

. . . We were asleep at the switch " . . . seeking high ground in debate 


